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The focus of this project thesis is maternal subjectivity in contemporary art. Despite
the embedded theme of mother and child in the history of Western art, the subject of
children and motherhood has become taboo. Likewise, a stigma exists in the art world
about mothers being artists. This thesis explains the historical context that created the
current art world paradigm̻one that still embraces romantic notions of who can be an
artist, based on limiting traditiona̴ ̢ϟϣχ͕ ͂ϭ ̣͑̕ϣχ̻͟ϣ͕͕̤ ͂͑ ̣̕ϣ̢̻ͺ͕̝̤ Such a model
suppresses the voice of the outsider. This essay examines the mother as an outsider in
artmaking by considering the idealized beliefs that being an artist and being a mother are
each singular, all-consuming, and mutually exclusive endeavors. Deconstruction of these
perceptions makes room for maternal influences in artmaking and helps to create an
alternative episteme for evaluating visual art. Intact, the project exhibition that corresponds 
to this essay is part of a new episteme that allows for meaning to be discovered in works of
art that deal with everyday experience and motherhood. 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION
Moments in time do not happen in isolation, but are a product of larger cultural and
social movements, family dynamics, histories, and more. These structures also work to 
͕̟χ͎ϣ ̟͟ϣ ̢̻ϟ̢΅̢ϟͺχ̴̠͕ ͕ͺϔ̮ϣϕ̢͟΅̢͟Ό̻ϟϣϭ̢̻ϣϟ χ͕ χ̻ ̢̻ϟ̢΅̢ϟͺχ̴̠͕ ΆχΌ ͂ϭ ͎ϣ͑ϕϣ̢ving and
understanding. I use my subjective understanding to represent the dynamics that help to
shape the everyday moments that have inspired my paintings. In this essay, I examine how 
my paintings are influenced by my experiences as a mother̻my maternal subjectivity̻and
how maternal identity and subject matter corresponds in an art world that continues to 
romanticize an ideal of the all-consuming nature of both art making and motherhood. To do
that, it is important to grasp how the grand narrative of artistic genius has defined art and
artists in the Western world. My research demonstrates that this romantic notion still has 
considerable influence. It operates as the current episteme, or collective body of
knowledge, that culture relies on to evaluate visual art. Significant works of art exist in spite 
of this narrative. Reactions to these works and to the artists who created them serve as 
examples of the limiting nature of the genius paradigm and the need for a new episteme to 
evaluate art based on meaning and authenticity. Establishment of an alternative body of
knowledge allows for diverse and dynamic works of art̻works of art that acknowledge the 








   
        
    
     
      
         
        
        
    
         
         
      
    
        
       
          
     
           
1.2 METHODOLOGY
The structure of this thesis is autoethnographic. This methodology combines 
ϣ̟̻͂͑̕͟χ̢͎̟ϕ ͑ϣ͕ϣχ͑ϕ̟ χ̻ϟ χͺ͂͟ϔ̢͂͑̕χ͎̟Ό ̣͂͟ ϟϣ͕ϕ̢͑ϔϣ χ̻ϟ ͕Ό͕͟ϣ̺χ̢͟ϕχ̴̴Ό χ̻χ̴ΌΑϣ ̓͑̕χ͎̟Ό̈́
͎ϣ͕̻͑͂χ̴ ϣ΋͎ϣ̢͑ϣ̻ϕϣ ̓χͺ͂̈́͟ ͂͟ ͺ̻ϟϣ͕͑͟χ̻ϟ ϕͺ̴͟ͺ͑χ̴ ϣ΋͎ϣ̢͑ϣ̻ϕϣ ̓ϣ̟̻̤͂̈́͟ ̓E̴̴̢͕̚ !ϟχ̺͕̚ χ̻ϟ
Bochner 273). Autoethnography is a constructive technique to introduce research tied to 
personal experience and reveal issues associated with the subjective nature of both the 
researcher and existing research. It enables research to negotiate insider or outsider
membership, statuses and the space between those positions (Dwyer and Buckle 57 ̹ 60).
Writers can analyze experiences and document personal epiphanies in a way that can
deepen cultural understanding (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 275-6).
The autoethnographic method not only fuses research with practice, but it also
relates directly to my argument concerning the subjective nature of cultural analysis. Just
as cultural researchers cannot completely divorce themselves from society, practicing visual 
artists cannot embody a single universal truth. Instead, artists describe subjective 
experiences and depict aspects of the larger society within which they are working. This 
approach counters the idea that researchers and artists can be objective, a concept that has 
often led to large cultural constructs that are based on the understandings of a small 
demographic (often white, Western, heteronormative males). Accordingly, many feminist






    
        
       
      
      
      
        
      
           
          
      
         
     
   
      
       
        
      
        
        
       
For the above reasons, I employ this methodology to allow me to contextualize my 
personal narrative in relation to major themes and important movements in the art world, 
and to describe how my personal experiences encouraged me to approach the taboo
subject matter of maternal subjectivity. Being a practicing artist precludes me from being an
outsider to the research linked to my artwork.
This research comes from an intersectional feminist perspective, and my argument 
advocates for a diverse dialogue about grand narratives that support singular or binary ways
of understanding society and the visual arts. I describe polarities that generalize the roles of
men and women in society that allows gendered bias in viewing artwork. It is important to
emphasize that gender is more diverse than singular representations of a ̣Ά̺͂a̻̤ ͂͑
̣̺χ̻.̤ Ό ϣ΋͟ϣ̢̻͕̻͂̚ ̟͟ϣ͑ϣ ̢͕ ̻͂ ̻͂ϣ ϟϣϭ̢̢̢̻̻͂͟ ͂ϭ ̣Ά̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ χ̤͑͟ ͂͑ ̣maternal χ̝̤͑͟ This 
essay describes how the role of genius limits the maternal influence, but it does not go into 
depth on how grand narratives deny the v̢͂ϕϣ ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ ̣̟͂͟ϣ̤͑ χ̴together.
1.3 PAINTING PRACTICE
The project that accompanies this essay is made up of paintings based on my 
experiences as a mother and a witness to my maternal experience. My process of painting
involves the interplay of practice, research, and analysis. The practice of painting focuses on
the physical acts of making art: observation of the environment that I reference, as well as 
continual reflection upon the image I create; experimenting with color, value, and form;
expressive brush techniques; and the mixing of latex and acrylic paint with paint mediums. 






      
    
         
     
         
      
    
       
        
       
        
         
           
       
          
         
       
    
            
          
         
methods, and reading related texts by practicing artists, art critics, art historians, and
others. My research also involves questioning social values and situations. In the same vein, 
I find inspiration from reading works of fiction and non-fiction that relate meaning by
illuminating intersubjective experiences. My analysis explores the interplay of all aspects of
practice and research in addition to relating these to both my experiences and society. 
Ultimately, my research and painting become integral to each other.
2.1 AN AWARENESS OF THE GENIUS THEME
Last year, while I was an artist-in-residence at a local school, I asked my eighth-grade 
art students to name one living visual artist. They could not. I could not have either at their
age. Growing up in a working-class family in the rural Midwest, my knowledge of
contemporary fine art was sparse. It was not until college that I became aware of the art
and artists that define contemporary visual art. I began to read magazines such as Art in
America and Artforum to get insight on the living artists who may eventually define this
generation. Exposure to this work expanded my view of the world, as well as the potential
in art making. Still, much of this new world seemed far away from what I considered to be
my lowbrow upbringing. Fortunately, the postmodern art world was not devoid of diversity,
and I was determined to become a part of something vibrant and new.
As I finished my undergraduate degree, I felt that I was witnessing a significant
movement in art ̹ the bridging of lowbrow and high art ̹ when the exhibition Beautiful 
Losers took over the four floors of the Contemporary Arts Center in Cincinnati. Not only was 






        
       
      
         
        
      
 
    
        
     
            
           
      
        
         
          
          
       
        
    
         
      
painted skateboard decks, photography of hardcore and punk bands, and even zines (hand­
made magazines). I expected to see new and varied voices that I could relate to. Instead, I 
was dumbfounded by what I saw. Almost fifty artists exhibited, but most works were by 
men, of men, and for a typical, masculine man. Photographs were full of shirtless men at 
small punk shows, others filled with topless women. These works cannot be reduced to just
a sinister product of the patriarchy, but I still felt defeated by the overriding singular 
viewpoint.
My epiphany in discovering the overpowering male domination of this exhibition
may have shown my youthful naivety, seeing as I ϕ̢̻͕͂ϟϣ͑ϣϟ ̺Ό͕ϣ̴ϭ χΆχ͑ϣ ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ ̣̺χϕ̟̤͂
ϟ̢̢̢͕͎͕̻͂͂͟ ͂ϭ DχΌ̻̠͕͂͟ ̴χ͟ϣ βϵϵα͕-early 2000s underground music scene. Given Beautiful 
Losers strong representation of the West and East Coast art scenes, I expected to see the
visual art equivalent to West Coast bands Le Tigre and Bikini Kill. I had the notion that
gender equality was a priority for the creative thinkers of the art world, despite my 
knowledge of the patriarchal history of Western art. !̻ ϣ΋̢̟ϔ̢̢̻͂͟ ͎͑ϣ͕ϣ̻͟ϣϟ χ͕ ̣ϕͺ̢̻̕͟͟ ­
ϣϟ̕ϣ̤ Άχ͕ ̻͂͟ ̢͎̻͂ϣϣ̢̻͑̕ ϣ̻͂ͺ̟̕ ͂͟ ͑ϣ͎͑ϣ͕ϣ̻͟ ̟͟ϣ ϭϣ̢̢̺̻͕͟ ̢͑͂͟ ̴͑͑͑̕ ̺͂΅ϣ̺ϣ̻͟ ̟͟χ͟ Άχ͕ 
associated with the culture. Also, given that I knew that more than half my classmates and
instructors were women, and that I could also find significant women artists to study and
reference, I anticipated gender equality in art to be a given. Following this epiphany, I could
discern that celebrated women artists were the exception, not the rule.
Before visiting the ̢̻ϕ̢̻̻χ̢̠͕͟ ̻͂͟ϣ̺͎͂͑χ͑Ό !͑͟s Center that year, my classmates 
and I had ϟ̢͕ϕͺ͕͕ϣϟ χ͑͟ ̢̢̟͕͂͑͟χ̻ ̢̻̃ϟχ ̊͂ϕ̴̢̟̻̠͕ celebrated ϣ͕͕χΌ ̣̹̟Ό Hχ΅ϣ ̩̟ϣ͑ϣ ϣϣ̻






        
    
     
        
            
      
   
           
     
        
         
        
        
           
         
     
     
       
           
           
     
that links t̟ϣ ̣͕ͺ͎ϣ͕͑͟χ͕̤͑ ͂ϭ χ͑͟ ̢̟͕͂͑͟Ό̻the deeply embedded notion that artists are
geniuses who create something out of nothing. We discussed one manifestation of this 
genius, the Abstract Expressionist. In this movement, painters supposedly broke all the rules 
of art pre-World War II to bring in a new age of art. I felt like I was witnessing another
materialization of heroes gallantly taking art forward in the form of the street art
movement. As the Cincinnati Enquirer claimed, in the Beautiful Losers exhibition, there were
̣̻͂ ͑ͺ̴ϣ͕̚ ̮ͺ͕͟ χ̤͑͟ ̓χͺϣ̝͑̈́
Indeed, both Abstract Expressionism and Street Art built upon and rejected the past
to command a new and valid approach to art. Nonetheless, neither broke away from the
genius meta-narrative to go beyond a singular point of view. While both included women
who created remarkable works of art, art history texts and news media focused on the male 
̣͕ͺ͎ϣ͕͑͟χ͕͑.̤ ̩̟ϣ !ϔ͕͑͟χϕ͟ E΋͎͑ϣ̢̢͕͕̻͕͕͂͟ ̕χ΅ϣ ͺ͕ Ͽχϕ̱͕̻͂ ̴̴̜͂͂ϕ̱̚ ̉χ̱͑ ̟̟̱͂͂͟, and Willem
de Kooning while Street Art gave us Shepard Fairey, Barry McGee and Ryan McGinness. 
While I admire the work of these men, I am more drawn to the work of women in each
movement ̹ the Abstract Expressionists Lee Krasner and Elaine de Kooning, and the Street
Artists Margaret Kilgallen and Clare Rojas. 
I left the exhibition wondering how much had ϕ̟χ̻̕ϣϟ ̢͕̻ϕϣ ̊͂ϕ̴̢̟̻̠͕ ϣ͕͕χΌ Άχ͕ 
written thirty-four years earlier. The art world has become far more diverse than the one 
movement at a time typical of χ͑͟ ͟ϣ΋͟ϔ̱͕̠͂͂ ̴̢̻ϣχr layouts. Could the Street Art movement
ϔϣ ̻͂ ̺͂͑ϣ ̟͟χ̻ χ̻ χ͑͟ Ά̴͂͑ϟ ̣̺χ̻ ϕχ΅ϣ̤̒ Iϭ ͕͂̚ ̟͂Ά ϟ͂ϣ͕ ̟͟ϣ ͑ϣ͕͟ ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ art world fare in






          
          
          
           
            
          
            
            
           
          
          
         
        
          
        
           
           
      
     
       
        
I did not find an answer to these questions immediately after the exhibition, but I 
did find what I was hoping to see in the exhibition̻a work that embodied something I 
could relate to. Instead of a work of art, I found this meaning in a book, unrelated to the
visual arts, which included a collection of autobiographical essays by women who grew up
poor or working class edited by Michelle Tea. I was struck by the way I could relate to the 
writers in Without a Net. Even stories from women whose circumstances I could not identify 
with embodied a voice that I was starving to hear. Their voices were only implied in culture
and political dialogue but seldom given a platform. My sister and I shared the book as if it
were a cherished text that proved we existed, or at least, that our existence could count for
something. Of course, there are cultural implications that people like my sister and I exist in
text or in media that portray a simplistic image of the poor and working-class. As Without a
Net̠͕ ϣϟ̢͂͑͟ ̢̉ϕ̟ϣ̴̴ϣ ̩ϣχ ̢͎̻͕͂͟ ͂ͺ̚͟ ̢̻͕͟ϣχϟ ͂ϭ ̟ϣχ̢̻͑̕ ̟͟ϣ ΅χ̢͑ϣϟ χ̻ϟ ϕ̴̢̺͎͂ϕχ͟ϣϟ ΅̢͂ϕϣ͕ 
of poor and working-class women, society gets to read the sensational stories in Barbara
Ehrenre̢ϕ̟̠͕ ϔϣ͕͕͟ϣ̴̴ϣ͑ Nickel and Dimed: On (Not) Getting By in America (XIII ̹ ̸̝̾̈́ ̩ϣχ̠͕
anthology may not have had the social impact of Nickel and Dimed, but it was evidence to
me that writers in Without a Net expressed lived experience in a meaningful way. As an
artist, I was influenced by Without a Net to push rule breaking in art even further̻to 
disregard meta-narratives and paint works that reflected my experiences.
2.2 GENIUS AND THE AESTHETIC ATTITUDE
Together, Without a Net and Beautiful Losers revealed themes in culture, as well as 






           
        
            
        
      
          
        
     
        
          
   
          
          
         
          
           
       
      
        
          
        
          
the idea of artistic genius limited art, artists, art audiences, and the art market. This section
further defines the concept of artistic genius by explaining its history and its impact.
̩̟ϣ ͕͂͑͟Ό ͂ϭ χ̢̢͕͑͟͟ϕ ̣̕ϣ̢̻ͺ͕̤ ̟χ͕ ϔϣϣ̻ ͺ͕ϣϟ ͂͟ ̺χ̢̻͟χ̢̻ ̟͟ϣ ϕ̻͂ϕϣ͎͟ ͂ϭ Ά̟χ͟ ̢͟ has
meant ͂͟ ϔϣ χ ̣͑̕ϣχ͟ χ̢͕̤͑͟͟ ϣ΅ϣ͑ ̢͕̻ϕϣ ̟͟ϣ ̟ϣ̻χ̢͕͕χ̻ϕϣ̝ !͕ ̊͂ϕ̴̢̟̻ ̢͎̻͂͟ϣϟ ͂ͺ̜͟
These assumptions, conscious or unconscious, link such unlikely superstars as 
Michelangelo and van Gogh, Raphael and Jackson Pollock under the rubric of
̣G͑ϣχ̤͟ ̞ χ̻ϟ ̟͟ϣ G͑ϣχ͟ !̢͕͑͟͟ ̢͕̚ ͂ϭ ϕ͂ͺ͕͑ϣ̚ ϕ̻͂ϕϣ̢΅ϣϟ ͂ϭ χ͕ ̻͂ϣ Ά̟͂ ̟χ͕ 
̣Gϣ̢̻ͺ̛͕̤ Gϣ̢̻ͺ͕̚ ̢̻ ͟ͺ̻͑̚ ̢͕ ̟͂͟ͺ̟̕͟ ͂ϭ χ͕ χ̻ χ͟ϣ̺͎͂͑χ̴ and mysterious
͎͂Άϣ͑ ͕̺͂ϣ̟͂Ά ϣ̺ϔϣϟϟϣϟ ̢̻ ̟͟ϣ ͎ϣ͕̻͑͂ ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ G͑ϣχ͟ !̢͕̝̤͑͟͟ (n.p.)
̢̩̟͕ ̢̣̟̻͂͂͑ϭ̢ϕ̤ χ̻ϟ ̴̢̣̺͕ϣχϟ̢̻̤̕ ̴̢͟͟ϣ ̢̻͂͑̕ϣ͕ ̟͟ϣ ͎͑͂ϕϣ͕͕ ͂ϭ ̺χ̢̱̻̕ χ͑͟ ̢̻ ϭχ΅͂͑ ͂ϭ
mythologizing creators (Nochlin). 
The root of the genius concept dates back to classical times, but the Romantic
philosophers entrenched it as the singular model of artistic appraisal in the eighteenth
century. Philosopher Carolyn Korsmeyer, in her book Gender and Aesthetics, summed up
the Romantis̠ ϔϣ̴̢ϣϭ ̟͟χ͟ ̣͆̕ͅϣ̢̻ͺ͕ ̢͕̻̕χ̴͕ χ ͎͂Άϣ͑ϭͺ̴ ͂͑iginal mind that vaults over tradition
χ̻ϟ ͑ͺ̴ϣ͕ ͂ϭ χ͑͟ ͂͟ ϟ̢͕ϕ͂΅ϣ͑ ϣ̢̻͑͟ϣ̴Ό ̻ϣΆ ΆχΌ͕ ͂ϭ ϕ̻͂ϕϣ̢΅̢̻̕ χ̻ϟ ϣ̻χϕ̢̻̕͟ ϕ͑ϣχ̢͟΅̢͟Ό̤ ̓δα̝̈́ I̻
other words, only those with a superior mind are capable of enterprising greatness. Kant, 
who influenced Romantic thinkers̚ ϟϣϟͺϕϣϟ ̟͟χ͟ Ά̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ ϣ̢̺̻͂͂͟χ̴ ̻χ͟ͺ͑ϣ ͎͑ϣ΅ϣ̻͟ϣϟ
them from superior mental faculties and as a result also inhibited extraordinary acts of 
ϕ͑ϣχ̢͟΅̢͟Ό̝ ̴̻̐Ό χ ̺χ̻ Ά̟͂ ̟χ͕ χ ̢̺̻ϟ ̟͟χ͟ ̢̣͕ ͕̻͑͂̕͟ χ̻ϟ ϕχ͎χϔ̴ϣ ͂ϭ ̢̻ϟϣ͎ϣ̻ϟϣ̻ϕϣ ϭ̺͑͂
traditions and social norms, and that rises above the quotidian concerns that shape 






        
         
       
        
     
      
      
       
          
     
   
       
           
    
      
         
        
        
        
     
        
        
madness. That is, access to such independent thought gave permission to the amoral and
anti-social behavior of creators. Women, on the other hand, could not extract creativity 
ϭ̺͑͂ ̟͟ϣ ϟϣ͎̟͕͟ ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ ̕ϣ̻ϟϣ͑ϣϟ ϟϣ͕ϕ̢͑ϔϣϟ ̺χϟ̻ϣ͕͕ ̱̻͂Ά̻ χ͕ ̣̟Ό͕͟ϣ̢͑χ̤ ̓γϵ-30).
One reason for the creation of distinct binaries by the Romantic philosophers was to 
χ̴̴ϣ΅̢χ͟ϣ χ̻΋̢ϣ̢͟ϣ͕ χϔ͂ͺ͟ ϔϣ̢̻̕ ϕ̢̻͕͂ϟϣ͑ϣϟ ̣ϣϭϭϣ̢̺̻χ͟ϣ̝̤ !͕ ͕̺́͂͑ϣyer states, it was 
common for men who are artists to be accused of feminine behavior. Discourse explicitly
contemptuous toward women was a result. She described the works of philosophers Jean­
Ͽχϕ͐ͺϣ͕ ̟͂ͺ͕͕ϣχͺ χ̻ϟ !̟͑͟ͺ͑ ̣ϕ̟͎͂ϣ̻̟χͺϣ͑ χ͕ ̣ϣ΋͎͑ϣ͕͕ϣϟ Ά̢̟͟ ͎χ̢͑͟ϕͺ̴χ͑ ΅̴̢̢̝̤͑͂͟ ̩̟ϣ͕ϣ
men emphasized the polarity between the rational and nature to candidly state that women
were incapable of genius. Such philosophies invalidated challenge͕ ͂͟ χ ϕ͑ϣχ̢͟΅ϣ ̺χ̻̠͕ 
masculinity by stressing the social roles of women (46-48, 66-68).
While superior thinking was distinctly a trait of men, the act of genius was thought
to surpass gendered distinction. In the book Women Making Art, art historian and theorist
̉χ͕̟͑χ ̉ϣ̢͕̱̺̺̻͂ ϣ΋̴͎χ̢̻͕ ̟͟χ͟ ̢̟͕͟ ̣̺Ό̟͟ ͂ϭ ͑͟χ̻͕ϕϣ̻ϟϣ̻͟s̤ ̕χ΅ϣ ̺ϣ̻ χϕϕϣ͕͕ ͂͟ 
̣̕ϣ̻ϟϣ͑-̻ϣͺ͑͟χ̴ ͕ͺϔ̮ϣϕ͕̚͟ ͺ̢̻΅ϣ͕͑χ̴̚ ̟̺͂͂̕ϣ̻ϣ͂ͺ͕ ͑͟ͺ̟͕̤͟ ̓ϲ̝̈́ I͟ Άχ͕ ϔϣ̴̢ϣ΅ϣϟ ̟͟χ͟ a work of
art was created in this transcendent state, and what was created represented truths 
knowable by all of the humanity. Men, by extension, could transcend their gender, whereas 
a woman could not produce cultural content unaltered by their biology. Again, this was 
another way of specifying that women ought to adhere strictly to social roles (Battersby 75). 
Korsmeyer reflected on how these Romantic impulses of universal truths also laid
the foundation of how works of art are to be viewed. She summarizes the Kantian






    
    
    
     
     
     
     
 
       
            
      
       
         
       
  
        
      
           
       
     
         
       
[T]he best way to achieve aesthetic enjoyment is to assume a disinterested, 
ϕ̻͂͟ϣ̴̺͎χ̢͟΅ϣ ͕͟χ̻ϕϣ ̢̻͟ϣ̻ϟϣϟ ͂͟ ϕ̴ϣχ͑ ̻͂ϣ̠͕ ̢̺̻ϟ ͂ϭ ͎͑ϣ̮ͺϟ̢ϕϣ χ̻ϟ ͎ϣ͕̻͑͂χ̴ 
͎͑ϣ͂ϕϕͺ͎χ̢̻͕͂̚͟ ͎͂ϣ̢̻̻̕ ̻͂ϣ̠͕ ͕ϣ̢̻͕ϔ̴̢̢̢͟ϣ͕ ͂͟ ̟͟ϣ χϣ͕̟͟ϣ̢͟ϕ ͐ͺχ̴̢̢͟ϣ͕̻ ­
formal, expressive, imaginative̻that are available to the attentive 
spectator, reader, or listener. While educated familiarity with the arts
provides a fund of knowledge that makes sophisticated appreciation
possible, the immediate prerequisite for appreciation is the distanced,
quiescent, reflective stance. (48)
The judgment made by this position ̢͕ ̟͟χ͟ χ͑͟ ̢͕ ̺χϟϣ ϭ͂͑ χ ͺ̢̻΅ϣ͕͑χ̴ ͕͎ϣϕ͟χ̠͕͂͑͟ ̴͎ϣχ͕ͺ͑ϣ̝ 
It denies inquiry. It accepts only the pleasure granted by a creative genius (48 ̹ 51). As it
was established that a genius had the power to use his subjective disposition to connect to 
universal truths, inquiry as to social relevance was unnecessary. By extension, great art
symbolized objectivity. Instead of acknowledging the subjective hand of the creator, cultural
content worked to reinforce the supremacy of one type of person (white, male, 
heterosexual, able-bodied, etcetera).
Further cultural binary distinctions were made in the Romantics̠ quest to define 
culture in outlining high and low forms of art. Values were ascribed to objects made by
women and men based on whether the object was functional or not. The fine arts were 
separated from crafts. Works predominantly made by women, whether utilitarian or not, 
were deemed domestic, and therefore, craft (Korsmeyer 27).
This framework functioned to prevent women from participating in culture based on






       
      
       
      
       
       
            
     
        
     
      
         
        
   
    
        
       
      
        
        
        
subject in painting reinforced ͕͂ϕ̢χ̴ ̴͑͂ϣ͕ ϔχ͕ϣϟ ̻͂ χ Ά̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ ͎͑ϣ͕ͺ̺ϣϟ χϔ̴̢̢͟Ό ͂͟ bear
children. The maternal body links women to nature and not thought. Within such an
͂΅ϣ̢͑͑ϟ̢̻̕ ϕͺ̴͟ͺ͑χ̴ ϟΌ̻χ̢̺ϕ̚ Ά̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ χϕ̢͟΅̢̢͟ϣ͕ ̺ͺ͕͟ ϭ̢͟ ̢̻͂͟ ̢̟͕͟ ϟ̺͂ϣ̢͕͟ϕ ̻χ͑͑χ̢͟΅ϣ̝
The glorification of the maternal body and its antithesis, the genius, have a solid
foundation in the visual arts. This is the singular episteme, defined as the body of
knowledge that exemplifies logic and understanding within a given time, in which works of 
art have been and still are evaluated. It is an episteme that supports the notion that men
have no worldly obligations preventing them from greatness, whereas women will always
be marked by biology, social roles, and maternality. Such deliberate distinctions are dated,
but function on an unconscious level to influence contemporary culture. Alternative 
attitudes have been written about artistic inquiry since the Romantics distinguished the 
field of aesthetics, but their assessments still affect the creation and viewing of art even
now (31-32, 158). These ways of mythologizing artistic genius still hold power over the
current art world.
3.1 FEMINIST ANALYSIS IN THE FINE ARTS
Feminist writings, including those of Nochlin, are strong examples of how 
deconstructionist analysis shaped dialogue that questions sexism in the visual arts. Feminist
voices also opened culture to more women (and outsiders altogether) to pursue and
succeed in art than ever before. Art by women has demonstrated a diverse and expansive 
body of work. Since the birth of second-wave feminism, art and discourse have allowed






            
        
       
        
        
        
     
    
           
         
        
        
           
        
         
   
     
    
         
        
         
deconstruction, does the romanticized notion of who can be an artist still hold sway in the
visual arts? To find an answer, I will go back to fundamental ̢͎̻͕͂͟ ̢̻ ̊͂ϕ̴̢̟̻̠͕ 
͑͂̕ͺ̻ϟϔ͑ϣχ̢̱̻̕ ϣ͕͕χΌ χϔ͂ͺ͟ Ά̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ χϕϕϣ͕͕ ͂͟ ͑͟χ̢̢̻̻̕, and discuss how a greater number
of women receive academic training while a larger number of men are represented in
galleries. I then explore examples of two of the most successful women making maternal art
and examine how responses to present-day maternal works of art reveal that the grand
narrative of genius remains the dominant viewpoint in contemporary art.
3.2 EDUCATED ARTISTS AND WORKING ARTISTS
Nochlin correctly identified the reason there have not been any great women artists
χ͕ χ̻ ̢̢̻͕͟͟ͺ̢̻͂͟χ̴ ͎͑͂ϔ̴ϣ̺̚ ̻͂͟ χ ͎͑͂ϟͺϕ͟ ͂ϭ χ Ά̺͂χ̻̠͕ ̢̻χϔ̴̢̢͟Ό ͂͟ ̺χ̱ϣ χ̝͑͟ ̩͂ ͎ͺ͟ ̢͟
another way, society was not structured in a way in which a woman making art could easily 
succeed. As this institution has changed in the forty-five years since her essay was written,
more women have joined the visual art canon than ever before. Still, the romantic notion
of artistic greatness continues to exist, and the debate still continues about whether there
are, or can be, great women artists. I will review ̊͂ϕ̴̢̟̻̠͕ assessment and complications 
revealed over time.
Nochlin points out that society has historically supported me̻̠͕ χϕϕϣ͕͕ ͂͟ ͑̕ϣχ̻͟ϣ͕͕ 
by granting them access to training. Education is important, because, as Nochlin asserts, art
̢͕ ̺͂͑ϣ ̟͟χ̻ ̣̟͟ϣ naïve idea that art is direct, personal expression of individual emotional
experiences, a translation of personal life into visual terms. Art is almost never that, great 






          
         
    
            
     
       
         
           
         
         
          
       
       
             
         
      
        
      
    
          
      
        
instruction. Nochlin cites examples throughout Western Art in which women were denied
access to study the male nude, and noted that male artists were more likely to teach their
sons rather than their daughters.
The lack of equal access did indeed factor into the quality (or lack of) in a work of
art. However, institutions have changed to allow more women access to formal training 
than ever before, and men are still far more successful (Korsmeyer 29-31). So, if education
is such an equalizing force, then why are so few women finding success in the art world?
Currently in the United States, more than half of Bachelors of Fine Art recipients in
the visual arts are women, and approximately 70 percent of Master of Fine Arts recipients 
are women (Steinhauer̚ ̣̩χ̴̴Ό̢̻̕ !͑͟ ̴̹͂͑ϟ I̻ϣ͐ͺχ̴̢͟Ό̤). Despite this, men are far more 
̴̢̱ϣ̴Ό ͂͟ ̺χ̱ϣ χ ̴̢΅̢̻̕ ϭ̺͑͂ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ χ͑͟Ά̱͂͑ ̣̹̟̓χ͟ ̢͕ χ Ά̱͂͑ ͂ϭ χ͑͟ ̢̻ ̟͟ϣ χ̕ϣ̤̝̈́ ̩̟ϣ ̴χ͑̕ϣ͕͟
survey of artists and art school graduates, by a group of researchers known as BFAMFAPHD,
found that women constitute 60 percent of undergraduate art degrees, but merely 46
percent of working artists (e.g. see Fig. 1) In the same 2014 report, the group pointed out 
̟͟χ͟ ̢̻ ̣the United States, 40 percent of working artists do not have baϕ̟ϣ̴̠͕͂͑ ϟϣ͑̕ϣϣ͕ ̢̻
any field, and only 16 percent of working artists have arts-͑ϣ̴χ͟ϣϟ ϔχϕ̟ϣ̴̠͕͂͑ ϟϣ͑̕ϣϣ͕̤
(BFAMFAPHD). Considering how education had the potential to be a powerful leveling
force, these statistics are defeating. It seems that as accessibility increased, the rules of
great art making have changed. 
BFAMFAPHD is just one group that tracks gender inequality in the art world. Since
the 1980s, the Guerilla Girls have created billboards pointing out how few women were 






         
       
        
      
     
       
       
           
          
            
           
          
          
             
      
     
          
        
      
         
         
Report Card). In 2015, another anonymous art collective known as Pussy Galore updated
̻͂ϣ ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ Gͺϣ̴̴̢͑χ G̴̢͕̠͑ Ά̱͕͂͑ ͂͟ ͕̟͂Ά ̟͂Ά ̴̴̢͟͟ϣ ͎͑͂͑̕ϣ͕͕ ̟χϟ ϔeen made in nineteen
years (see fig. 2). Another artist, Macol Hebron, has tracked gallery representation in her
Gallery Talley project since 2014. She keeps a blog of images that focus on galleries and
museums from around the world displaying percentages on top of poster-like photo-
collages and drawings. Some of these works show institutions with women̠͕ χ͑͟work
accounting for half or more of their displays. Many more, however, do not. 
These works of art activism point out that success in the artworld is not, as art
journalist Ashton Cooper ͕͟χ͟ϣ͕̚ χ ̣̺ϣ̢͑͂͟ϕ͑χϕΌ̞ the best artists do not simply rise to the 
top based on t̟ϣ ̢̟̟̕ ͐ͺχ̴̢͟Ό ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ Ά̱̤͂͑ (n.p.). Cooper notes the pattern repeated over
χ̻ϟ ͂΅ϣ͑ ̢̻ χ͑͟ ̺ϣϟ̢χ χϔ͂ͺ͟ ̟͟ϣ ̣͑ϣϟ̢͕ϕ͂΅ϣ͑ϣϟ̤ ͂͑ ̣ϭ͂͑͂̕͟͟ϣ̻̤ Ά̺͂ϣ̻ χ̢͕͕̝͑͟͟ ̩̟ϣ ̣ϭχϔ̴ϣ ͂ϭ 
the Overlooked Female !̢͕̤͑̚͟͟ χϕ̱̻͂Ά̴ϣϟ̕ϣ͕ χ̢͕͕͑͟͟ Ά̟͂ χ͑ϣ ̢̻ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ ̴χ͟ϣ ϕχ͑ϣϣ̝͑ I̻ ͕̟͂͑̚͟ 
women need to put in decades of work to compete in the genius narrative. Women have
then proved that they have not used thei͑ ̢̣͎͑΅̴̢ϣ̕ϣ ͂ϭ χ ϕ̢̟͂ϕϣ ͂͟ ̢̕΅ϣ ͺ͎ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ ϕχ͑ϣϣ͕͑ ͂͟
have a fa̴̢̺Ό̝̤ !͟ ̴ϣχ͕͟, ̟͟χ͟ ̢͕ ̻͂ϣ ̕χ̴̴ϣ͑Ό ͂Ά̻ϣ̠͕͑ ϣ΋ϕͺ͕ϣ ϭ͂͑ ̻͂͟ ϣ͐ͺ̢͟χϔ̴Ό ͑ϣ͎͑ϣ͕ϣ̢̻̻̕͟ 
Ά̺͂ϣ̻ ̣̓͟ϣ̢̻̟χͺϣ͑̚ ̣̠I ̴̢̱ϣ !͑͟ ϔΌ ̉ϣ̻ ϣ͟͟ϣ̠̤̝͑̈́
For women to be recognized, it seems that they must compensate for their biology. 
̴̢̭̺͟χ͟ϣ̴Ό̚ χ Ά̺͂χ̻̠͕ χϔ̴̢̢͟Ό ͂͟ ̟χ΅ϣ χ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ directly competes with the accepted idea of
what it means to be an artist. Two of the most successful contemporary women making art, 
̉χ̢̻͑χ !ϔ͑χ̺͂΅̢ϖ χ̻ϟ ̩͑χϕΌ E̢̺̻̚ ͑ϣ̢̻ϭ͂͑ϕe this belief by stating that having children holds






        
      
      
        
     
       
     
     
        
           
   
    
           
   
        
         
         
        
             
          
          
I ϟ̻̠͂͟ ̢̟̻̱͟ I̠ϟ ϔϣ ̺χ̢̱̻̕ Ά̱͂͑ ̢̓ϭ I Άϣ͑ϣ χ ̺̟͂͟ϣ̝͑̈́ ̞ I Ά͂ͺ̴ϟ ̟χ΅ϣ ϔϣϣ̻
ϣ̢̟͟ϣ͑ βαα% ̺̟͂͟ϣ͑ ͂͑ βαα% χ̢͕̝͑͟͟ I̠̺ ̻͂͟ ϭ̴χ̱Ό χ̻ϟ I ϟ̻̠͂͟ compromise. 
Hχ΅̢̻̕ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻ χ̻ϟ ϔϣ̢̻̕ χ ̺̟͂͟ϣ̞͑ I͟ Ά͂ͺ̴ϟ ϔϣ χ ϕ̢̺͎̺͕͂͑͂ϣ ͂͟ ϔϣ χ̻
χ̢͕͑͟͟ χ͟ ̟͟ϣ ͕χ̺ϣ ̢̺͟ϣ̝ I ̱̻͂Ά ͕̺͂ϣ Ά̺͂ϣ̻ ϕχ̻̝ ͺ͟ ̟͟χ̠͕͟ ̻͂͟ ̟͟ϣ ̢̱̻ϟ ͂ϭ
artist I aspire to be. There are good artists that have children. Of course there 
are. They are cal̴ϣϟ ̺ϣ̻̝ I̠͕͟ ̟χ͑ϟ ϭ͂͑ Ά̺͂ϣ̻̝ I̠͕͟ ͑ϣχ̴̴Ό ϟ̢ϭϭ̢ϕͺ̴̚͟ ̟͟ϣΌ χ͑ϣ
ϣ̢̺̻͂͂͟χ̴̴Ό ̻̝͂͑͟ I̠͕͟ ̟χ͑ϟ ϣ̻͂ͺ̟̕ ϭ͂͑ ̺ϣ Ά̢̟͟ ̺Ό ϕχ̝͟ ̓G͕̱͎͑͂͂̈́
In this interview, Emin is pointing out sexism in the artwork while reinforcing the genius
̻χ͑͑χ̢͟΅ϣ̝ !ϔ͑χ̺͂΅̢ϖ ϣ̺ϔ͂ϟ̢ϣ͕ ̢̟͕͟ ̺͂ϟel of all-consuming art making as well. She boldly
explains that she can be a fully personified artist because "I ̟χ΅ϣ ̻͂ ̟ͺ͕ϔχ̻ϟ̚ ̻͂ ϭχ̴̢̺Ό̚ I̠̺ 
totally free" (Neuendorf).
Again, these preconceptions have to deal with social roles, not a capacity to make
art. Art educator Jane Piirto̠͕ research tries to figure out where this mentality takes over in
her 1991 essay Why are there so few? (Creative women: Visual artists, mathematicians, 
scientists, musicians), she reveals that women and men take up art from the same impulse 
to create, and even share astonishingly similar personalities. In art school, studies show that
boys are judged on their personality and girls on their perceptual skills. The problem with
this, she states, is that character traits are what make artists successful in our culture. Being 
χ̻ χ̢͕͑͟͟ ͑ϣ͐ͺ̢͑ϣϟ ̢̣̻͟ϣ̢̻͕͟Ό χ̻ϟ ϕ̢̺̺̺͂͟ϣ̻̤͟ ͂͟ ͂΅ϣ͑ϕ̺͂ϣ χ ϭχ̢͑ χ̺͂ͺ̻͟ ͂ϭ ͑ϣ̮ϣϕ̢̻͂͟ χ̻ϟ
even poverty. At the same time, women are less prone to stop identifying as artists even if






         
    
  
     
       
        
        
        
     
    
     
         
         
         
      
         
     
         
           
           
       
        
choose art education as opposed to trying to make it as working artists. This is when social
roles and responsibilities begin to define who makes art:
Girls' problems may come when they try to reconcile the stereotypical 
paradox of the nurturing, recessive, motherly female with that of the 
unconventional artist. ̞Few if any gender differences are found in creativity 
until after college, when women must decide how they will manage being 
mothers, wives, and creators. The double bind hits hard, and this gender
difference cuts across all fields and domains. The men creators never seem 
to wonder how they will manage raising a family and having a career. The 
women creators always do. That is why many who reached prominence were 
childless and even lived alone, without a mate. 
Piirto goes on to explain that where men could completely lose themselves in their work, 
women are scrutinized (by themselves or by society) for such indulgent behavior.
̢̢̜̠͕͑͂͟ ͂ϔ͕ϣ͑΅χ̢͂͟ns explain how the equalizing nature of education is limited by the
paradox of all-consuming artistic genius positioned against social responsibilities. Such an
outlook helps to explain how education is no longer a factor in creating artistic greatness. 
For example, many of the artists in the Beautiful Losers exhibition did not have traditional 
fine art training. Nonetheless, their artistic personalities composed a marketable narrative.
What persists is a culture that presents the artworks of those with the least social 
responsibility; in turn, the art world favors works of art that lack social engagement. As 
philosopher Christine Battersby makes clear in her book Gender and Genius¸ artists must be






      
       
          
       
      
         
 
  
     
         
             
       
        
        
        
            
          
        
       
            
          
value-͕Ό͕͟ϣ̺͕̝̤ Consequently, culture has adapted to a dated value system by denying the 
significance of education when outsiders become a prominent component.
Works of art have, of course, been made outside of this narrative. In fact, rich
bodies of work that emphasize the maternal can illuminate the existence of and the 
drawbacks of the genius phenomena. When an artist directly confronts her social role as a 
mother, she both reveals and confronts the strict gendered binary in the history of art and
contemporary culture.
4.1 NEO-MATERNALISM
Women inspired by their personal experiences as mothers have built a new
movement known as Neo-Maternalism. Artist and author Sharon Butler explains that Neo-
Maternalism responds to a canon of art that went from the idealization of the maternal
experience to completely rejecting it as a subject in the visual arts. Both extremes
encompassed the male gaze and reinforced the genius paradigm ̣̓̊ϣ͂-̉χ͟ϣ̢̻͑χ̴̢͕̺̤̈́. 
The genre of maternal art became the ultimate cliché in the 1950s when Abstract
Expressionists, building on the Romantic concept of genius, constructed an overpowering
and idealized image of art and artist. As Butler statϣ͕̚ ̣̟͟ϣ ͺ̻Ά̢͑͟͟ϣ̻ ͑ͺ̴ϣ ̟χ͕ ϔϣϣ̻ ̟͟χ͟
making art is a consuming obsession that leaves no time or space for worldly responsibilities
̴̢̱ϣ ϕ̴̢̟ϟϔϣχ̢̻̝̤͑̕ ̣̟ϣ ̢̕΅ϣ͕ ̟͟ϣ ϣ΋χ̴̺͎ϣ ͂f Paul Gauguin and Philip Guston, who
disregarded their roles as fathers, husbands to be fully devoted artists.
Artist and author of Feminist Art and the Maternal, Andrea Liss further explains that,






         
       
     
       
        
       
        
       
      
          
      
       
       
          
   
         
         
      
        
      
     
         
ϕ̢̻͕͂ϟϣ͑ϣϟ ̣ϭϣ̢̢̺̻̻ϣ̤ ̢̻ ̟ϣ͑ Ά̱͂͑ ͂͟ ϔϣ ͕ͺϕϕϣ͕͕ϭͺ̴̝ As such, references to motherhood
became the worst offensϣ ϭ͂͑ ϔϣ̢̻̕ ϟϣ͎͑χ΅ϣϟ̴Ό ̣͕ϣ̢̻̺͟ϣ̻͟χ̴̝̤ If female artists chose to 
have children, in the eyes of the artistic establishment, ̣̟͟ϣΌ Άϣ͑ϣ̻̠͟ ͕ϣ̢͑͂ͺ͕ χϔ͂ͺ͟ χ̤͑͟ 
(13). Butler points out that artists Lee Krasner and Elaine de Kooning (both abstract
ϣ΋͎͑ϣ̢̢͕͕̻͕͕͂̈́͟ ϟ̢ϟ ̻͂͟ ̟χ΅ϣ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻̚ Ά̴̢̟ϣ χ̢͕͕͑͟͟ ̃͂ͺ̢͕ϣ ̊ϣ΅ϣ̴͕̻͂ χ̻ϟ G͑χϕϣ Hχ̢͑̕͟χ̻ ̴̣ϣϭ͟
̟͟ϣ̢͑ ͅϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻̠͕͆ ͺ͎ϔ̢̢̻̻͑̕̕ ͂͟ ͑ϣ̴χ̢͟΅ϣ͕ ͕͂ ̟͟χ͟ ̟͟ey could turn their undivided attention to 
̺χ̢̱̻̕ χ͑͟ χ̻ϟ ͟ϣ̻ϟ̢̻̕ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ ΅͂ϕχ̢̻͕̝̤͂͟ Having no parental obligations helped these artists
meet the Abstract Expressionist ideal of an artist.
̣̺͂ϣ̟͂Ά ̢̟͕͟ ̴̢͕͂͟χ͑Ό ̢̻̻͂͂͟ ͂ϭ ̣χ̢͕̤͑͟͟ ͎ϣ̢͕͕͑͟ϣϟ ̟͑͂͟ͺ̟̕ ̟͟ϣ Ά̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ ̺͂΅ϣ̺ϣ̻͟
of the 1960s and 1970s. E΅ϣ̻ ̟͟ϣ ̺͕͂͟ ͎͑͂͑̕ϣ̢͕͕΅ϣ ͎̮͑͂ϣϕ͟ ϔΌ ϭϣ̢̢̺̻͕͟ χ̢͕͕͑̚͟͟ ̟͟ϣ ̹̺͂ϣ̻̠͕
Building in Los Angeles (1974), continued to define being an artist as an all-consuming 
vocation. This female art space censured motherhood when its members approved a rule 
̟͟χ͟ ̢͎̟͑͂ϔ̢͟ϣϟ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻ ϭ̺͑͂ χ̢͕͕̠͑͟͟ ͕͎χϕϣ͕̚ ϟϣ̢͕͎͟ϣ ̟͟ϣ ϭχϕ͟ ̟͟χ͟ ̟͟ϣΌ ̴̴̢͕͟ χ̴̴͂Άϣϟ ϟ͕͂̕ 
(Liss 2). Even though feminist artists were in the process of redefining the domestic in their
art, motherhood was still being undermined.
In response to the lack of acceptance of mothers in the larger feminist art
movement, an alternative group called Mother Art was formed. In 1977, this group of
women put together a series of site-specific performances called Laundry Works. Displaying 
art and poetry on clotheslines in several Laundromats in Los Angeles, these artists created a 
dialogue about the reality of motherhood. I find details of this series of performances 
provocative, as it represents a vibrant maternal community of artists. Unfortunately, this 






         
             
 
    
         
          
         
      
       
     
         
      
         
          
           
        
            
      
 
     
       
         
χ̴̢̻̕ϣϟ Ά̢̟͟ ̟͟ϣ ̹̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ ͺ̴̢ϟ̢̻̝̕ So, while the pleasure-driven aesthetics of the past
have worked to make the subject of mother and child a taboo, the theme of genius
persisted. 
4.2 THE MATERNIAL IN NEW MEDIA
The feminist art movement from the 1970s on, with and without directly confronting
the maternal, used new mediums of art making to aid in breaking limiting conventions.
Artists who were inspired by their experiences as mothers found new and relevant ways to
express their ideas by sidestepping traditional mediums altogether. Performance art and
new media pioneered innovative ways for renewed explorations of pregnancy, 
motherhood, and ra̢̢͕̻̕ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻̝ ̉χ͑Ό ́ϣ̴̴Ό̠͕ Post-Partum Document (1973-79) is a
notable example. Kelly displays framed found objects from her son like stained clothes and
scribbled drawings, mounted with cataloged information (Kelly). 
Such embedded conditions may explain why photographer Sally Mann felt it took
̟ϣ͑ ̣͕͂ ̴̻͂̕ ͂͟ ϭ̢̻ϟ ̟͟ϣ χϔͺ̻ϟχ̻̞͟ χ̢̢͕͑͟͟ϕ Άϣχ̴̟͟ Ά̢̢̟̻͟ ̟ͅϣ͑͆ ϭχ̴̢̺Ό̠ ̓βαζ̝̈́ I̻ ̟͟ϣ ̴χ͟ϣ 
1980s, Mann began to work with her children to create the most recognizable images of
children in contemporary art. In her 2015 autobiography, she explains that she never
expected the fame and controversy that would follow the release of these works. Her
experience encapsulates the problems with still relevant narratives of art making and
motherhood.
Mann, while having a strong body of work preceding her, was relatively unknown in
1992, when she released her book and exhibition Immediate Family̝ ̣̟ϣ Άχ͕ ̣ϔ̴̢̻ϟ̢͕ϟϣϟ̤






     
        
           
             
         
          
       
 
      
      
       
         
          
             
        
                                                     
       
      
         
          
     
Magazine ϕ͂΅ϣ͑ ͕͂͑͟Ό ̣̩̟ϣ Disturbing Photography of Sally Mann̤ (see Fig 3).1 The
journalist may have compounded her emerging success, but also inspired a sensationalism 
that has led to national scrutiny and outrage. He pointed out that she was not being
charged with child pornography, but pushed the idea that she put her family in danger.
̣ϣΌ̻͂ϟ ̟͟ϣ ̢͕͕ͺϣ͕ ͂ϭ χ̢̢͕͑͟͟ϕ ̴̢ϕϣ̻͕ϣ̚ ̉χ̻̻̠͕ Ά̱͂͑ ̟χ͕ ͑χ̢͕ϣϟ Ά͂͑͑Ό̢̻̕ ͎ϣ͕̻͑͂χ̴ ϕ̻͂ϕϣ̻͕̝͑
̩̟ϣ ̢͕̟ϣ̴ϟ ͂ϭ ̺̟͂͟ϣ̟͑͂͂ϟ ϕχ̻ ͐ͺ̢ϕ̴̱Ό ϔϣϕ̺͂ϣ χ ͕Ά͂͑ϟ Ά̟ϣ̻ ͟ͺ̻͑ϣϟ χ̕χ̢̻͕͟ ̟ϣ̝̤͑ He goes 
on to describe the children as active participants in art-making, but the overall article 
underscores scandal. 
Therefore, while making fresh and commanding images that highlighted the 
ϭ͑ϣϣϟ̺͂ ͂ϭ ̟ϣ͑ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻̠͕ ϣ΅ϣ͑ΌϟχΌ ϣ΋͎ϣ̢͑ϣ̻ϕϣ ̢̻ ͑ͺ͑χ̴ ̸̢̢̢̻͑̕χ̚ her parenting was in
question. What she refers to as ̣ϔχϟ ̺̟͂͟ϣ̤͑ ̴ϣ͟͟ϣ͕͑ ϕ̻͂ϟϣ̺̻ ̟ϣ͑ ϭ͂͑ ͕ϣ΋ͺχ̴ χϔͺ͕ϣ χ̻ϟ
psychologically damaging her children. Of course, as a mother and an artist, these ideas did
not cross her mind when creating these works. ̣I̻ ̟͟ϣ ͎ictures of my children, I celebrated
the maternal passion their bodies inspired in me ̹ how could I not? ̹ and never thought of
them ̢̻ χ ͕ϣ΋ͺχ̴ ϕ̻͂͟ϣ΋̚͟ ͑ϣ̺χ̢̱̻͑̕ ͂͟ ̹͂͂ϟΆχ͑ϟ̚ ̣I ̢̟̻̱͟ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ̟͂͂ϟ ͕ϣ΋ͺχ̴̢͟Ό ̢͕ χ̻
1 Immediate Family coincided with a climate of increased social anxiety about pedophilia, 
and a concurrent nationwide outcry over controversial fine art. Mann states that the 
ϕ̢̻̻͂͟ͺ̢̻̕ ϕ̻͂͑͂͟΅ϣ͕͑Ό χ͑͂ͺ̻ϟ ̟͟ϣ Ά̱͕͂͑ ͂ϭ Ͽ͂ϕ̱ ̣͟ͺ͑̕ϣ͕ χ̻ϟ ̟͂ϔϣ͑͟ ̉χ̴͎͎ϣ̟͎͂͑͟ϣ ̣̺χϟϣ
it clear that we were in the throes of a full-scale moral freak out over the photographic






      
         
      
        
        
     
          
             
      
       
   
      
        
     
        
        
       
           
 
            
        
͂΋Ό̺̻̤͂͑͂ ̓̉χ̻̻̝ ̣̣χ̴̴Ό ̉χ̻̻̠͕ E΋͎͕͂ͺ͑ϣ̤̝̈́ By social standards, though, Mann acted as
an artist, which prevented her from doing her job as a mother.
Despite the criticism of Mann and her work, the Immediate Family series 
represented important maternal work that has remained engaging decades later. It has 
allowed space for more maternal voices in photography, including the work of
photographer, Catherine Opie. Her 2004 image, Self-portrait/Nursing (fig 4) has become one 
of the most celebrated pieces of maternal art in contemporary times. In this photograph,
the tattooed artist and her son affectionately look at each other. Her bulky arms, short hair,
scarification art across her chest, and well-known lesbian identity place a contemporary 
notion of family in the classical narrative of mother and child (Liss 89).
4.3 THE MATERNAL IN CONTEMPORARY PAINTING
Mann̠͕ χ̻ϟ ̢͎̐ϣ̠͕ images helped reintroduce the maternal into contemporary art.
While this is an improvement over the past 50 years, these works have not undone the 
existing prejudice against maternal art. This is especially true in the medium of painting. As
recently as 2012, two men, a prominent painter and a popular critic, proclaimed that
women cannot paint as well as men (Clark, Johnson). This very concept dismisses not only
female artistry but maternal subject matter altogether. These men still have influence in the 
art world, and their sentiments are a reflection of issues going on in many galleries and
museums.
When a viewer can ascertain an artist̠͕ ̢ϟϣ̢̻͟͟Ό as a woman or a mother in a work of






     
           
        
  
     
         
         
           
          
        
             
              
       
         
       
       
     
       
        
      
    
responsibilities. This is a by-product of the genius meta-narrative that focuses on the 
creator, and not what is created. This is how Sally Mann can create art about her children
and be a bad mother, whereas fathers do not face this institutional scrutiny. This section I 
will examine how domestic, paternal, and maternal social roles have affected three 
contemporary painters: Elizabeth Murray, Lucian Freud, and Jenny Saville.
Painter, Elizabeth Murray is one of the most successful painters to use domestic
themes in contemporary painting. While she did not paint images of her three children, she 
painted everyday objects that are labeled as feminine like teacups and utensils. Her works, 
which gained attention in the 1980s, are bold and colorful. They are constructed from small 
shaped canvases arranged into cartoon-like paintings (see Fig. 5). Like many artists, Murray 
feels a need to hide away in her studio. Instead of closing herself off, her children help her
be a part of the world ̣̓̉ͺ͑͑χΌ̠͕ Eϟ̕Ό !͑͟ ϣ͟ χ̴̝̤̈́̚. They are also her most honest critics. In
χ ͕ϣ̺̕ϣ̻͟ ͂ϭ ̜̣̠͕ ϟ͂ϕͺ̺ϣ̻͟χ͑Ό ͕ϣ̢͑ϣ͕̚ !͑͟γβ̚ ̉ͺ͑͑χΌ̠͕ χϟͺ̴͟ ϟχͺ̟̕͟ϣ͕͑ stand next to her
critiquing a painting (Sollins). Her work and her methods of creating work are evidence of a
shift in thinking in the art world. As Butler explains:
I̠͕͟ ϕ̴ϣχ͑ ϭ̺͑͂ ̉ͺ͑͑χΌ̠͕ ͎χ̢̢̻̻͕̕͟ ̟͟χ͟ ͑χ̢̢͕̻̕ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻̚ ͑χ̟͟ϣ͑ ̟͟χ̻
diminishing her art-making capacity, inspired her. The paintings channel the 
screaming, fractured energy and frustration that come from being both an
artist and a mother, but ultimately transcend specific circumstances to make 
χ ̺͂͑ϣ ͺ̢̻΅ϣ͕͑χ̴ ͕͟χ͟ϣ̺ϣ̻͟ χϔ͂ͺ͟ ̴̢ϭϣ̠͕ ϕ̟χ̴̴ϣ̻̕ϣ͕ χ̻ϟ ͕χ̢͕͟ϭχϕ̢̻͕͂͟ ̟͟χ͟ ̢͕






       
      
       
          
            
    
       
        
          
         
             
      
          
            
           
        
      
       
      
           
         
        
In short, Murray created important works of art while living outside a narrow definition of
artist. She used personal experiences to make evocative cultural connections. While
̉ͺ͑͑χΌ̠͕ work has garnered attention, her work deserves more investigation. As her friend,
well-known painter, Chuck Close, expressed after her death in 2007̚ ̉ͺ͑͑χΌ̠͕ ͎χ̢̢̻̻͕̕͟ 
never got the attention they merited because of her gender and her domestic subject
̺χ͟͟ϣ͑ ̣̓̉ͺ͑͑χΌ̠͕ Eϟ̕Ό !͑͟ ϣ͟ χ̴̝̤̝̈́̚
̉ͺ͑͑χΌ̠͕ χ͎͎͑͂χϕ̟ ͂͟ χ͑͟ ̺χ̢̱̻̕ ϕ̻͂͑͟χ͕͕͟ Ά̢̟͟ ̟͟χ͟ ͂ϭ ϭ̢̕ͺ͑χ̢͟΅ϣ ͎χ̢̻͟ϣ͑ ̃ͺϕ̢χ̻
Freud. Freud is considered the top contemporary figurative artist in Britain. Until his death
in 2011, he lived the lifestyle that Abstract Expressionism glorified. He was such an
isolationist that he even refused to live with his wife and children. At the same time, some 
of his children estimate that he may have had more than 30 children in total, even though
he only acknowledged 14 of them. When interviewed, one of his daughters admitted that
̟ϣ ϕχ͑ϣϟ ̺ͺϕ̟ ̺͂͑ϣ ϭ͂͑ ͎χ̢̢̻̻̕͟ ̟͟χ̻ ̟ϣ ϟ̢ϟ ̢̟͕ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻ ̣̓Hϣ ̉χΌ Hχ΅ϣ ϣ͟ χ̴̝̤̝̈́̚
Is this kind of paternal neglect reflected in his paintings? Or, was he just behaving as 
an artistic genius should behave to fit in the lineage of genius? These are complicated
questions. The answers may lead artists, critics, and historians to let go of dated notions 
about what it means to be an artist. What is surprising is how his personal life and paintings 
were glamorized with little investigation. Freud painted his own children nude without 
criticism, while Sally Mann̠͕ and painter Jenny Saville̠͕ works and persons were demonized
for having their children be subject matter. In fact, an investigation into the maternal work
of Jenny Saville shows how artistic genius and the maternal taboo co-exist to reinforce the






       
      
       
    
         
        
        
       
         
         
         
          
     
    
     
        
      
      
        
         
     
          
Saville became known in the 1990s for shocking paintings of heavy, fleshy, naked
women that force viewers to face stereotypes about images of women. Her paintings are 
extremely large to the point that they χ͑ϣ ϕ̻͂ϭ̻͑͂͟χ̢̻͂͟χ̴̝ ̩̟ϣ ϭ̢̕ͺ͑ϣ͕ ̟͟χ͟ ϭ̴̴̢ ̟͟ϣ ͎χ̢̢̻̻͕̠̕͟ 
surfaces are emotionally raw, stunningly rendered, grotesquely portrayed, and completely 
̢̻ ϕ̻͂͑͟χ͕͟ ͂͟ ̟͟ϣ ̢ϟϣχ̴ ͕͟ϣ͑ϣ͂͟Ό͎ϣ͕ ͂ϭ Ά̺͂ϣ̻ ̟͑͂͟ͺ̟͂̕ͺ͟ χ͑͟ ̢̟͕͂͑͟Ό̝ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ͎χ̢̢̻̻͕̕͟ 
invoke a visceral response when looking at the flesh of modern humanity. Her paintings 
display a new realism in art, one that connects everyday experience to high art.
Being figurative, ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ Ά̱͂͑ Άχ͕ ̢̻͕͟χ̴̻͟Ό ϕ̺͎͂χ͑ϣϟ to Freud̠͕. Reviews of her
work inevitably refer to his work in relation to hers. The cross-referencing becomes
problematic because as critic Charles Darwent states, it is important to recognize that
̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ ̢̣͕̻̠͟ ͑͟Ό̢̻̕ ͂͟ ͎χ̢̻͟ ̴̢̱ϣ ̃ͺϕ̢χ̻ F͑ϣͺϟ̤ ̓βαϴ̝̈́ ̟͂͟ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ χ̻ϟ F͑ϣͺϟ̠͕ ͕ͺϔ̮ϣϕ͕͟ χ͑ϣ
un-idealized nudes of ordinary people; yet, their aims and styles are notably different. Freud
tried to capture a severe likeness of his studio models, insisting that his paintings embody 
these individuals fully. Whereas, Saville, working from photographs, focuses on the 
commonality of flesh instead of representing a particular identity. Even her self-portraits 
χ͑ϣ ̻͂͟ ̴̻͂Ό χϔ͂ͺ͟ ̟ϣ̛͑ ̟͟ϣΌ ϣ΋͎͑ϣ͕͕ ̴χΌϣ͕͑ ͂ϭ ̺ϣχ̢̻̻̕ ϔϣΌ̻͂ϟ ̻͂ϣ ͎ϣ͕̻̠͕͑͂ ͎͕Όϕ̴̟͂͂̕Ό̝ 
I Άχ̻͟ ͂͟ ͑ϣϭ͑χ̺ϣ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ϕomparison to Freud, which continued for over twenty 
years of reviewing her work, by pointing out that the contrast was constrained by their 
personal identities. In short, too many critics judged their work on how they measured up
to the ideal image of artists. Nowhere is this more apparent than when Saville began
painting works that were inspired by her experiences as a mother. In a 2012 review, 






         
            
          
             
        
     
  
       
       
          
         
         
           
           
          
     
          
   
         
      
     
       
̢̻̟̻͂̕͟ ̴̢̱ϣ F͑ϣͺϟ̠͕ for different reasons than Darwent posits. Sewell cared little about the 
ideas that Saville was undertaking. He expressed disfavor for things that did not fit his tastes 
̹ the size of her work, her expressionist brushstrokes, and her subject matter. At the same
time, he gives her the back handed compliment that at least she has not given up painting
̣χ͕ ͕͂ ̺χ̻Ό Ά̺͂ϣ̻ ϟ̝̤͂ ̢̩̟͕ ̢͕ ̻͂͟ ͕ͺ̢̢͎͕̻͑͑̕ ϭ̺͑͂ χ ̺χ̻ Ά̟͂ ͑ϣϕϣ̴̻͟Ό ͕χ̢ϟ̚ ̴̣̻̐Ό ̺ϣ̻ 
χ͑ϣ ϕχ͎χϔ̴ϣ ͂ϭ χϣ͕̟͟ϣ̢͟ϕ ͑̕ϣχ̻͟ϣ͕͕̝ ̉χΌϔϣ ̢̠͕͟ ͕̺͂ϣ̢̟̻̕͟ ͂͟ ϟ͂ Ά̢̟͟ ϔϣχ̢̻͑̕ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ͑ϣ̻̤
(Johnson).
Sewell makes the direct link that the Romantic philosophers did before him, linking 
Ά̺͂ϣ̻̠͕ ability to create life with an inability to create art. He is reinforcing stereotypes 
that negate an entire gender while championing men who lack any parental qualities. For
example, Freud̠͕ ͎χ̢̢̻̻̕͟s of his estranged children included one in which his adult
daughter̠͕ genitalia is the focal point (see Fig. 6). Furthermore, his children could only
spend time with him by modeling for him (Portrait of a Particular et al.). None of the
qualities of paternal neglect were discussed until after his death and none of the
conversations disqualified him from the status of the premier painter in British
contemporary art. This illustrates that maternity is taken into consideration in judging a 
work of art, while paternity is not, and ͑ϣ̢̻ϭ͂͑ϕϣ͕ ̟͟ϣ ̻ϣϣϟ ϭ͂͑ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ̺χ͟ϣ̻͑χ̴ χ͑͟ ͂͟ ϔϣ 
seen, discussed, and celebrated.
̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ̺χ͟ϣ̻͑χ̴ artwork directly builds on the classical theme of mother and child
and adds layers of lived experience. Unlike the classical models, ̟͂͟ͺ̟̕̚ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ̻ϣΆ 
paintings do not depict a narrative. Instead, they represent layers of sensation. 






     
           
       
    
        
     
    
          
   
         
         
          
       
          
      
          
       
       
          
        
   
Saville feels that painting has the unique ability to offer multiple meanings simultaneously. 
̣̟ϣ ϣ΋̴͎χ̢̻͕ ̟͟χ͟ ͕̟ϣ Άχ̻͕͟ ͂͟ ͎ͺ͟ ̟͟ϣ ̣ϣ͕͕ϣ̻ϕϣ̤ ͂ϭ χ ͕͂͑͟Ό ̢̻͂͟ χ painting, often through
the illusion of time, just not sequential time.
This focus on time provides a performance-like quality to her artwork. The Mothers
(2011) (Fig. 7) shows a contemporary experience of the classic Madonna and child. In this 
self-portrait painting/drawing, Saville, with a very pregnant belly, struggles to hold her 
χϕ̢͟΅ϣ ̢̻ϭχ̻͟ ͕̻̝͂ Hϣ ̢͕ χ̴̴ ͂΅ϣ͑ ̟͟ϣ ϕχ̻΅χ͕̚ ͕͑͟ͺ̴̢̻̕̕̕ ͂͟ ϣ͕ϕχ͎ϣ ̢̟͕ ̺̟͂͟ϣ̠͕͑ ̴χ͎̝ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ
shows partial figures in many places throughout the canvas. As a result, this image appears 
to be in continual motion.
!ϭ͟ϣ͑ ̴̢̱̻͂͂̕ χ͟ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ϣχ̴̢͑ϣ͑ Ά̱͂͑, which is considered to be grotesque and
violent, her imagery of the maternal seems tame if left uninvestigated, but this new series
employs a subject that is as challenging as her earlier work. Her confrontation of the cliché 
of maternal imagery was a bold enterprise. Undertaking such forbidden subject matter
makes this series as daring as challenging the sexualized gaze. Saville says that confronting
the maternal taboo is also confronting the grand-narrative of greatness:
̿͂ͺ ̢̟̻̱͟ ͂ϭ ̢̜ϕχ͕͕̞͂χ͕ this sort of magician that could transform one thing 
̢̻͂͟ ͕̺͂ϣ̢̟̻̕͟ ϣ̴͕ϣ χ͕ χ ϕ̻͕͂͟χ̻͟ ͎͑͂ϕϣ͕͕ ͂ϭ ϕ͑ϣχ̢͟΅̢͟Ό̝ ̩̟χ̠͕͟ χ͕͕͂ϕ̢χ̢̻̕͟
with a very masculine way of doing things. And so, there was always a sense 
of slightly trespassing on that from a female point of view. But I suddenly







        
           
           
       
          
    
       
          
          
       
    
        
 
               
         
       
        
  
                   
         
        
      
Saville puts herself in the position of both artistic creator and maternal creator, 
saying that this is an empowering mode of creation. Where does such a stance fit in the
meta-narrative of genius? Artforum critic Donald Kuspit rejects this body of work and her
parenting in his 2012 review. Saville ̴̱͕͂͂ ̣ͺ̴̻͂΅̢̻̤̕ χ̻ϟ ̣χ̻͑̕Ό̤ in Pentimenti IV (see Fig. 
8) ("Kuspit "). In his previous ͑ϣ΅̢ϣΆ̚ ̟ϣ ϟϣ͕ϕ̢͑ϔϣ͕ ̟ϣ͑ χ͕ ̣̻͂ϣ ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ ̺͕͂͟ ϔ̴̴̢̢͑χ̻͟ ͎χ̢̻͟ϣ͕͑ 
Ά̢̱̻͂͑̕ ͂͟ϟχΌ̤ ̣̩̓͑χ̢̕ϕ ̹̺͂ϣ̻̤̝̈́ Admittedly, the former praise was (unintentionally) back
handed description of the women Saville painted. He reduced them to only an embodiment 
of tragedy̻not as living women who have encountered tragedy. Instead of using this
outmoded psychology to define tragic women, he used ̢͟ ͂͟ ̢ϟϣ̢̻͟ϭΌ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ̺̟͂͟ϣ͕͑ χ͕
ϔϣ̢̻̕ ̣̻͂͟ ͂͂̕ϟ ϣ̻͂ͺ̟̕ ̺̟͂͟ϣ͕̝̤͑ ̩͂ ́ͺ̢͕͎̚͟ ̟͟ϣ ͕͐ͺ̢̢̺̻͑̕ ϕ̴̢̟ϟ χ̻ϟ ̴̢΅ϣ̴Ό ̺χ̱͑-making 
represent thϣ ̣ͺ̻ϕ̻͕͂ϕ̢͂ͺ͕ ͕ϣ̴ϭ-ϟ͂ͺϔ͕̤͟ ͂ϭ χ̻ ̣χ̺ϔ̢΅χ̴ϣ̻̤͟ ̺̟͂͟ϣ̝͑ Hϣ ϕ̻͂ϕ̴ͺϟϣ͕̜ 
̣ϔϣϕχͺ͕ϣ ͂ϭ ̟͟χ̚͟ ̟͟ϣΌ ͑ϣ͎͑ϣ͕ϣ̻͟ χ ϭχ̴̢ͺ͑ϣ ͂ϭ ͎χ͑ϣ̢̻̻̕̚͟ χ̻ϟ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ̴χϔ͂͑ϣϟ ̢̺͎ͺ̴̢͕΅ϣ̻ϣ͕͕̤ 
("Kuspit").
!͎͎χ͑ϣ̴̻͟Ό̚ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ̺χ͟ϣ̻͑χ̴ χ͑͟Ά̱͂͑ ϕ̻̻͂ϣϕ͕͟ ͂͟ ϕ̻͂͟ϣ̺͎͂͑χ͑Ό ̺̟͂͟ϣrhood so
̺ͺϕ̟ ̟͟χ͟ ̢͟ ϕχ̻̻͂͟ ϣ͕ϕχ͎ϣ ̺͂ϟϣ̻͑ ͕͂ϕ̢ϣ͟Ό̠͕ ͺ͑̕ϣ ͂͟ quickly condemn mothers. Being a
̺̟͂͟ϣ͑̚ I ͑ϣ̴χ͟ϣϟ ͂͟ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ ̢̺χ̕ϣ͕̝ ̊͂͟ ̻͂ϕϣ ϟ̢ϟ I ͕ϣϣ ̟͟ϣ̺ χ͕ χ̻͑̕Ό ͂͑ ̣̻͂͟ ͂͂̕ϟ
ϣ̻͂ͺ̟̝̤̕ ́ͺ̢͕͎̠͕͟ ͑ϣ̺χ̱͕͑ χ͑ϣ ͂͂͟ χϔ͕ͺ͑ϟ ͂͟ ϔϣ ͟χ̱ϣ̻ ͕ϣ̢͑͂ͺ̴͕Ό̚ Όϣ͟ ̢̟͕ ͑ϣ΅̢ϣw is printed in a 
top art magazine.
̴̢̹̟ϣ ́ͺ̢͕͎͟ χ̻ϟ ̣ϣΆϣ̴̴̠͕ ϕ̺̺͂ϣ̻͕͟ ̴̴̢͕͟ ̟χ΅ϣ χ̻ χͺϟ̢ϣ̻ϕϣ̚ I ̢̟̻̱͟ ̟͟χ͟ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ ̢ϟϣχ͕ ϟ͂ 
̻͂͟ ̟χ΅ϣ χ ϭͺ͟ͺ͑ϣ̝ ̣χ΅̴̴̢ϣ̠͕ Ά̱͂͑ ̟χ͕ ϕ͑ϣχ͟ϣϟ ̢̢͎͕͂͟΅ϣ ϟ̢χ̴͂̕ͺϣ͕, and it parallels much of
what Liss and Butler examine in their recent writings on the maternal in art. Their argument






         
       
        
        
        
         
     
 
  
      
           
        
           
      
      
        
       
        
        
       
work using the maternal as a source of inspiration. The canon of maternal art and dialogue 
grows larger ϣ΅ϣ͑Ό Όϣχ̝͑ Fϣ̺χ̴ϣ χ̢͕͕͑͟͟ χ͑ϣ ϟ̢͕ϕ͂΅ϣ̢̻͑̕ ̣̟͂Ά ͂͟ ͕͑͟χ͟ϣ̢̕ϕχ̴̴Ό ̻ϣ̢͂̕͟χ͟ϣ
ϔϣ͟Άϣϣ̻ ϣ̻͑̕χ̢̻ϣϟ ϕ͂ϟϣ͕ ͂ϭ ̺χ͟ϣ̢̻͑͟Ό χ̻ϟ ϣ̺ϔ͑χϕϣ ̟͟ϣ ϕ̴̺͎͂ϣ΋̢̢͟ϣ͕ ͂ϭ ̴̢΅ϣϟ ̺̟͂͟ϣ̟͑͂͂ϟ̤
(Liss xvii). Saville does this by negotiating the ̣in-betweeness̤ of art and life, ancient art and
contemporary art, nostalgia and new, internal and external, and flesh and experience. She 
has made painting and drawing fresh by using it to represent time and concepts. Her
subjects stay relevant because they are authentic, have meaning, and possess the utmost
skill.
5.1 NEW EPISTEMES
The works of Sally Mann, Elisabeth Murray, Jenny Saville, and many others signify a 
need for a new episteme in art. The old ideas that frame artists within the narrow
expressions are constraining culture. Artists do not have to live an obsessed and
unconnected life in order to create relevant works of art. In fact, the arts are worse for
allowing such stereotypes to dominate. As Meskimmon and others argue, a new episteme
must be created to appraise the diverse artwork that is created outside of this limiting 
paradigm, namely to assess works of art by women as more than ̣̺ϣ͑ϣ̴Ό ̟͟ϣ ̻ϣ̕χ̢͟΅ϣ
͕̟χϟ͂Ά ͂ϭ ̟͟ϣ̢͑ ̺χ̴ϣ ϕ͂ͺ̻͟ϣ͎͑χ͕̤͑͟ ̓ϲ̝̈́ Artists, critics, and philosophers must advocate for
a new way to evaluate art that does not disqualify art, when lived experience or outsider
identity is recognizable in artwork. Instead, an evaluation must consider authenticity and






           
  
   
           
    
           
          
  
        
        
      
       
    
        
        
    
    
    
       
     
      
Neo-Maternalism is just one of those voices to which such a paradigm would open the
doors.
5.2 INTACT ̹ PROJECT EXHIBITION
Artwork created within a broader episteme fills the void left by the linear trope of 
artistic greatness. I use the space outside of that narrative to understand my environment 
and experiences. Like the voices of the women in Without a Net, I want to use my subjective 
understanding to create. It is from this open framework that I created my project exhibition
entitled Intact.
My thesis project is made up of acrylic paintings that depict a dynamic way of
understanding experiences. The build-up of transparent and opaque color reflects the
nuances that shape reality to show that moments are not isolated. Layers, colors, and
compositions ambiguously work to reflect how my subjects and I are affected by location, 
career, education, family, entertainment, money, health, ability, race, history, religion, and
consumption, and how all these things define our ways of being and work to internalize 
culture. To me, this approach works to connect the everyday to the ideas and structures
that created that moment.
The interdisciplinary focus of the Masters of Humanities program has given me the 
opportunity to explore the intersections of art, art history, aesthetics, sociology, gender,
and everything else that gives context to my work. The discovery of the Neo-maternal
movement empowered me to investigate how my daily experiences connect to larger 






     
            
        
         
        
     
      
           
        
        
           
         
 
          
       
        
       
         
        
         
    
       
emotions, thoughts, and discoveries that transpire in everyday occurrence and
extraordinary changes that happen in life. I do not want to paint a narrative, though; I relate 
an overall mood that encompasses the heart of an experience. For example, my painting 
Funeral (Fig. 9) expresses loss and support but does not delve into a lineage of events. 
All of the works in this project center on people in my life, my daughter in particular. 
Works influence and respond to each other because I keep many paintings going at once. 
Paintings reflect observation, but portray the co-existence of internal lives and external 
structures. I push colors beyond their natural state and abstract shapes to describe the
unseen elements that created that instant. Transparent layers express how existence occurs 
on micro- and macro-levels, interpreted on a cellular and astronomical level. For instance, in 
the painting Play, white office walls are turned orange and teal, and the rug becomes hot
pink. I also added bright abstract paintings to the wall to push the connective nature of that
moment. 
Play was part of a turning point in my graduate studies. My previous work focused
on individuals disconnected from their environment. When I painted my daughter, the work
seemed sentimental and uncultivated. Like Sally Mann, I had finally realized the potential of 
using my family for inspiration, but I was not going deep enough to make meaningful work. 
With Play and other works like On Stage (Fig10), I have changed how I paint the people in
my life. Instead of focusing on individuals, I emphasize the surrounding environment in
which the figures reside. As a result, my compositions have begun to represent larger ideas
about what makes up an individual.






       
     
        
      
         
         
       
   
       
          
           
     
      
     
         
          
        
       
   
     
        
         
interactions with them. Even though I am not represented physically, I portray my
observations and understandings. I see these moments as a confluence of so many things 
beyond description. Through painting, I take on the absurd task of describing a theory of
everything. I have finally figured out an unspoken and unwritten way to process my world, 
which I have had difficulty doing throughout my life due to having severe dyslexia. In other 
words, my brain processes large structures, but does not function in such a way that
language allows me to describe what I have discovered. Instead, paint allows the means to
explore and express my personal discoveries.
Scenes, layers, and colors are metaphors for maternal fear, love, and ambivalence, 
as well as my identity as a mother and artist. I try to describe that everything that has ever
existed, has created moments, and at the same time embodies specific actions and
emotions. Painting these works allows me to reconcile these contrasts without creating
dichotomies. It gives me space to discover personal epiphanies that have revealed culture
to me as well as revealing how simultaneously fragile and strong I am. Creating these works 
keeps me out of the survival mode that my immediate environment often encourages. I do
not need them to tell the stories that inspired them; I need them to connect to my 
humanity. I appreciate ambiguity in my work. It allows room for others to bring their
experience to viewing, and at the same time adds a layer of privacy to works that reveal so 
much about my life. 
As my daughter and I have faced personal trauma, living the all-consuming lifestyle 
of the idealized artist would have constituted neglect. At the same time, meeting my 






         
            
              
        
        
        
           
        
      
         
    
   
               
       
     
          
      
      
        
      
         
past few years, my daughter and I have gone from not having a place to live to owning a 
house. I exalted the experience of what this little house in one of the worst neighborhoods
in Dayton meant to us in the Home (Fig. 11) and Home in the Light (Fig. 12). As I painted one
night while my daughter slept, a man broke in and tore up our home. Our sense of security 
is still recovering. Looking back at Home in the Light, I can see the fragility of our position. I
was not aware of how deep our vulnerability was, but grasping the layered environment I 
described implied our instability. Over time, my daughter and I are healing from this and
other traumas. The dynamic layers of meaning in the paintings Background (Fig. 13) and
Mergirl Defeats the Toxic Toothed Toilet (Fig. 14) related to overcoming difficult events to 
portray a reality where we are fully intact. As all of these paintings show, we are more than
the things that happen to us.
5.3 CONLCLUSION
In spite of an art world that is slow to let go of the idea of genius, new art influenced
by the maternal continues to demonstrate the reality of women in visual art. An awareness 
of subjective understanding adds layers of meaning that negotiate the ̣in-betweenness̤ of
art and life, nostalgia and new, internal and external, and context and experience. In this 
vein, my goal in painting is to authentically represent my experiences and understandings.
I embody the unorthodox disposition that Piirto describes̻I am χ̻ χ̢͕̝͑͟͟ I̠͕͟ ͎χ͑͟ ͂ϭ
my identity. This identification is more complex than either popular or high culture have
allowed. Like the women I described in this thesis, I acknowledge the limitations of history 






      
   
 
  
popular grand narratives, my artwork expresses something other than genius. It








































   
      
Figure 1. Gurrilla Girls' 1986 Report Card alongside Pussy Galore's 2015 Report Card. by Maura Reilly. 2015.


















































   
Figure 3. New York Times 1992 Cover.

















































   
   
Figure 5. Elizabeth Murray. Hey Madge. Oil on canvas and wood. 2001-2.


















































   
   
Figure 7. Jenny Saville. The Mothers. Oil and charcoal on canvas. 2011.






























Figure 9. Heather Lea Reid. Funeral. 2015.










   
   Figure 11. Heather Lea Reid. Home in the Light. 2015












   
  Figure 13. Heather Lea Reid. Backgroundt. 2016.
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